For many years lighting research has been characterized by ''tunnel vision'', not literally but metaphorically. As a result of this ''tunnel vision'', attention has often been restricted to only one factor of a multi-factor problem. The longest running example of this phenomenon has been the study of the effect of lighting conditions on task performance. Here, the focus has been of the role of illuminance with occasional excursions into the effects of light distribution and light spectrum. There is no denying that the effects of these variables that have been found are real but the implication that only by changing the lighting can the task performance be improved is misleading. The fact is that a greater improvement in task performance can often be achieved by changing the size, contrast or colour difference of the task than by doing anything with the lighting.
In response, it might be said that this is well understood and that often the task characteristics are more difficult to change than the lighting, so a concentration on manipulating the lighting can be justified in many cases. It might also be argued that the effects of lighting conditions on task performance have been settled for some time so this is no longer a problem. Unfortunately, this is not the case. A new area of ''tunnel vision'' has arisen in the form of the role of lighting conditions on non-visual effects, usually melatonin suppression. The problem is that many of these studies focus on the effect of spectrum. This is reasonable given that the spectral sensitivity of the intrinsically photosensitive retinal ganglian cells is very different from the conventional V() function as well as the possibilities for spectral optimization offered by multi-channel LED lighting. However, the concentration on spectrum tends to take attention away from all the other factors that determine melatonin suppression such as the amount of light, the timing of the exposure to light, the duration of that exposure and the photic history of the person being exposed. Again, the big picture is more complex and offers more opportunities for change than simply adjusting the spectrum.
What can be done to avoid this ''tunnel vision''? There are two possibilities. The first involves the authors of papers. When considering the limitations and implications of a piece of research, it should always be necessary for the author to spell out what other factors are known to be important and how significant they are relative to the factor investigated. The second follows from this. It would be useful if it were possible to compare the consequences of manipulating different factors on a common, easily understandable but meaningful scale. For example, could the effects of changing the spectrum, amount, and timing of exposure on melatonin suppression be expressed in terms of the duration required to produce a given melatonin suppression. The use of such a scale would reveal the relative importance of the different factors and hence direct attention to what possible changes are likely to be most effective.
